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Sept. 13, 1996
UM LAW SCHOOL HONORS TWO LONGTIME MONTANA LAWYERS 
MISSOULA -
A pioneer of contemporary Montana probate law from Great Falls and a prominent trial 
lawyer from Billings were honored this summer as distinguished alumni of The University of 
Montana School of Law.
Law Dean E. Edwin Eck presented Distinguished Alumnus Awards to Bjarne Johnson of 
the Great Falls law firm of Church, Harris, Johnson and Williams and William "Bill" Bellingham 
of the Billings law firm of Moulton, Bellingham, Longo and Mather.
A 1942 graduate of the UM law school, Johnson was a deputy county attorney in Great 
Falls before launching a private practice specializing in wills and probate, estate planning, banking 
and real estate law in 1946. In 1969 Johnson was appointed chairman of the Joint Editorial Board 
to evaluate and make recommendations on the proposed Uniform Probate Code. Under Johnson’s 
leadership and assistance, the board’s proposals were adopted, with some modifications, by the 
1974 Montana Legislature.
"The code still serves Montanans well today," Eck said. "If you review the Montana Code 
Annotated, you will see that the official commentary refers to Bjarne Johnson as the 'father’ of the 
Montana Uniform Probate Code."
Johnson has served as national president of the American College of Probate Counsel, 
which is now known as the American College of Trust and Estate Counsel, and as a member of
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the Montana Supreme Court’s Commission on Practice.
Bellingham, a 1942 UM journalism school graduate, entered law school after a stint in the 
U.S. Army in World War II. He practiced law in Billings for a short time in 1948 before the 
army called him back to active duty. He served as an infantry company commander in Korea and 
was awarded a combat infantry badge and the Bronze Star.
After the Korean conflict, Bellingham returned to Billings to resume a private practice of 
civil litigation including business, oil, gas, coal and insurance law. He has served as president of 
the Yellowstone County Bar Association and chair of the Montana Supreme Court’s Advisory 
Commission on Rules of Civil Procedure and Appellate Procedure, and was president of the 
Montana Bar Association during the transition to a unified bar. He founded the Jackrabbit Bar 
Association, which is composed of members of western state bar associations who gather annually 
to exchange ideas.
Bellingham provided valuable counsel to his alma mater as a member of the School of Law 
Board of Visitors in the early 1970s, Eck said.
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